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Pains 


Brandon watched Cates work on a fresh-faced young adjunct. The poor woman, she couldn’t 
have been buying it. There’s no way. These young folks were so woke and jaded, and Cates’ too 
perfect teeth conspired to form a playful boomer smile that was as impossible as it was 
untrustworthy. 

“Believe me,” he heard Cates begin, “to teach Lolita is not an endorsement of it as a 
culturally relevant, transcendent work of art. Wouldn’t you agree that sometimes form supersedes 
content as intellectually actionable discourse?” 

“She’s a child. Humbert Humbert is a piece of shit.” 

“Exactly!” 

“I’m not sure I follow your point.” 


But, per Cates’ game, there was no point. With a disdain for the “woke” as apparently 
real and noticeable as the throbbing of an amateur appendage creampieing a willing hole on 
sexxxvidsexxx, he attempted to convince pupils and colleagues alike of their own hypocrisy 
regarding social justice: Bowie vs. Drake, Cosby vs. everyone but Weinstein, some working class 
nobody vs. a Twitter blue check, &c. ... Cates used his reasoning, friendly and 
non-confrontational, surprisingly, to find moral backbone in the controversies not apparent in the 
works themselves. 

Perhaps through years of experience with rhetorical bombardiers, Brandon had already 
divined the angle of Cates’ attack and chose the position of “innocent bystander.” Entrance into 
the discussion wasn’t worth it. The poor woman, she was making a good faith, honest stand, and 
her interlocutor was weaving through it with passionate pleas for the human experience 
unmolested by value judgment. 

He could see both of their positions as valid and worthy of discussion, but Cates’ smile lit 
up everything in a blinding fashion. 

“A lack of textual or subtextual critique of the piece of shit is not an implicit acceptance 
or glorification of the scatalogical,” Cates argued. 

“And I have the right to critique the lack.” 

“You know that Dolores means ‘pains’ in Spanish? There’s some subtext.” 

“Right in front of our faces?” 

“But a good feminist should be able to put that together.” 

Brandon wanted to hide his face. 


“You alright?” he asked her. “I’m Brandon.” 

“Tilly and I’m good. I can see what I’m going against is all.” 

“Cates is old-fashioned, but he’s good at his job.” 

“Okay.” 

He knew she wasn’t interested in reliving the discussion so refrained from further focus 
on it. She was small and pretty with big glasses and strawberry blonde hair that fell to the 
shoulders of her grandma sweater in large curls. 

“What do you teach?” 

“Latin American lit.” 

“Oh. Speak Spanish?” 

“No. Kind of. I mean, I can read it.” 

“That’s what translation is for anyway, right?” 


“Sure. Hey, I gotta go. First class in minutes. Nice to meet you.” 


The adjunct art show opening saw everyone who thought they were someone rubbing 
elbows in shared insignificance. Brandon knew he was no different, but these events were held at 
the beginning of every semester and were part and parcel of a hazing adjacent experience 
wherein any and every adjunct who viewed themselves as somehow more than a “can’t” could 
display whatever talent they decidedly did not possess and judged each other quietly, 
accordingly, and mostly behind each others’ back to each other. It was a mystifying dance of 
overstated accolades and half-assed backbiting presented as critique somehow never buckling 
under the weight of the mathematical possibilities of colleague interaction. Cates pulled him 
aside—smelling of booze and Calvin Klein—and softly instructed him to get a load of the 
painting submitted by the Dean of Arts & Sciences. 

“Far be it from me,” he said, “to judge a man’s earnest expression, but that is probably 
the biggest piece of shit hanging from these walls, and that’s no mean feat, considering the 
college president’s plaque in the foyer, greeting us, seeing us off, day in and day out. 

Boredom is more than a state. It’s an empty head admin who bikes on weekends, and I’ve 
never been Hunter Thompson on the receiving end of beat downs from Hell’s Angels, but I’ve 
run in those crowds, and outside of the occasional nod to machismo, they mostly sell drugs, do 
drugs, and binge watch TV when they’re not out riding. 

Surely he has an easily explainable impetus for his depiction of the open road, but 
guarantee you it’s not without its pop-cultural and Steadman-esque trappings.” 

His eyes were beginning to glaze over, and he wondered if Cates was aware of the fact. 
He was uninterested in devoting so much thought to the middling work of a low-level 
community college PMC aspirant in the throes of a midlife crisis. 

“You reading tonight?” 

“Maybe. Haven’t decided. Never sold a book at these things in two years.” 

“T’ve never sold paintings here. I like to think the purpose is stuntin’.” 

“You listen to a lot of rap music?” 

“Love it.” 

“Can’t stand the shit, but it’s not without culture.” 

What he appreciated about Cates was his forthrightness in the face of academic rules of 
engagement generally centered on inapplicable erudition, politeness, propriety, and something of 
a chain-of-command though never worded so clinically or simplistically. Cates did not view 
himself as an academic, and as an award winning author essentially working a day job for 
research and pocket change, Brandon could see how freeing that sort of position could be. The 
guy was layered and complex. He might compare himself favorably to a James Joyce novel. But 
Brandon, who did not enjoy the same privilege nor have the same desire to be so contentious and 
devil-may-care, as a visual artist, could envision him more in terms of a Hiepes painting or the 
mise-en-scène of Blade Runner. 

He muttered to himself: “It makes no sense.” 


Tilly read a poem. Cates sipped from a flask. Most people were ambling about and 
chatting, paying no attention to their surroundings. Brandon could not stop following her lips as 
they shaped the words of her not very good poem. 


“This is sad,” Cates said. 

“Hmm?” 

“It’s like a still life of wax vegetation in words.” 

“You did that for me.” 

He laughed. “Sure. I can see why she’s teaching, though. You can’t sell poetry anyway. 
No one reads it. Not seriously, and certainly not this oddly impersonal confessional shit with no 
grounding in the relatable. It’s just endless descriptions that make little sense to anyone not her.” 

“You gonna tell her that?” 

“Fuck no. Honesty is never lubricative.” 

Intent naturally assumed formally confirmed. 


The Dean approached Brandon’s corner of the gallery. There was one sculpture—a punk 
fashion garbed WISH.com version of Teddy Ruxpin that could play tapes (it was a beat up, 
barely playable copy of The Velvet Underground)—trapped in glass, elevated on a plinth, and 
then there were two paintings: one a more traditional still life of his personal altar he made on 
one of his trips to México during the dia de los muertos festivities, and the other a collage 
dedicated to his disembodied self. 

“So what’s this all about?” 

“Me.” 

“You?” 

“Yeah.” 

“That’s it?” 

“You never struck me as someone concerned with the deeply conceptual.” 

“Hmm. Is that an appraisal of my painting?” 

It was and it wasn’t. He wished he had Cates’ balls in that moment. 

“Not exactly, no. Everyone’s art is personal to varying degrees. The depersonalization of 
work through concept assumes sophisticated subtleties or nuance, but can also just be an 
expression of egoism or grandiosity.” 

He somehow felt dumber saying it than he did when he was thinking it. 

“T realize that. What are these pieces about?” 

“Gentlemen!” Cates interrupted. “Come now, what’s a little bullshit between colleagues? 
This is, after all, the proving ground, the triple A league of academia, where overachieving, 
degreed C students are molded into the gatekeepers of the cultural brain of America.” 

“Ts that so?” asked the Dean. 

“Was it ever a question? Notice I didn’t say soul.” 

“I like nostalgia. I like sentimentality. And I like my body. That’s it,” Brandon said. 
“That’s what it’s about.” 

“Nothing wrong with any of those things,” Cates boomed proudly. 

“The aesthetics are fine,” the Dean said, “but try to put more thought into this when 
you’re talking about it.” 

“Yes, because justify our existence, we must! Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m about to read 
from Chaos is Me.” 


Brandon watched Tilly watch Cates read from his most recent work, a short story 
collection about men being manly and shit. That’s how the book was marketed, but any close 
reading revealed an emotional core, a cornucopia of emotional expression that is by turns toxic 
and degenerate yet endearingly pensive. However, Tilly didn’t appear to be following Cates’ 
reading. She might have been fixated on his teeth glinting in the studio strip lighting of the 
gallery; a work unto themselves, jostling with the words as they passed, performatively 
victorious, sending them into the world bloody, tattered, and affective. 

The hearts in her eyes were figurative but undeniable. Brandon knew he’d lost her before 
he had her. He would’ve been sad if he didn’t know it was all ridiculously figmented by his 
imagination. To ask himself if he’d learned anything, ever, would’ve been a stupid fucking 
question. I don’t learn, he lipped the words. I don’t learn. 

Cates continued to read animatedly, flailing his arms and gnashing those teeth, working 
out his haunches and shuffling his feet. 

“T don’t know what’s going on anymore,” Brandon said to her. 

“He’s dreamy.” 

“Agreed. Are we teenage girls?” 

“Even if we were, would that be a problem?” 

“Only if he played into it.” 

“No, I mean, there’s nothing wrong with being a teenage girl.” 

“Of course not.” 

“Then why say that?” 

“Aren’t you the writer?” 

“Not listening,” she said, and pointed to Cates, who was finishing up. 


The guy who worked at the on-campus sandwich shop asked him if he was the guy who 
displayed the teddy bear in the gallery. Brandon wasn’t sure whether or not to answer at first, but 
the silence was awkward enough to force his hand. 

“That’s me.” 

“Tt’s cool. Like something RTJ would do.” 

“T don’t know what that is.” 

“Shit, you don’t know Run the Jewels? Look it up.” 

He paid for the sandwich and turned, coming face-to-face with another art adjunct, Jim, 
who was generally quiet and affable if not regarded by some as ever-so-slightly if not full-on 
milquetoast. People are generally terrible judges of character. And though his photorealistic style 
lacked creativity or really anything approaching coherent concepts, his work was fantastic from a 
decorative standpoint. Hoi polloi enjoyed looking at his shit, which is sometimes all you really 
need. Look at Kincaid. He did them the service of videoing his WIP progress for social media. 

And while generally beloved by the student body, many of his colleagues held disdain for 
him because “why not just do photography?” This is perhaps why Cates and Brandon were 
among his biggest champions on campus. For them, he was the wisened, unpretentious, 
technically gifted teacher that kept the competing egos around them honest. They could judge a 
new adjunct or admin and whether or not they’d reveal themselves as excrement based almost 
solely on how they reacted to Jim. 

“Veggie sandwich?” Jim asked. 

“But of course.” 


“The wife was lovely enough to pack me lunch, but I think I’m going to be naughty.” 

“And to think they call you soulless.” 

“There’s a difference between boring and soulless.” 

“And a difference between self-deprecating and self-effacing as well.” 

“My job is to teach students about color theory and provide them with a basic framework 
for construction, not to teach them how to conceptualize. Frankly, I don’t see how that’s possible. 
Far be it from me to shit on others in our profession, but that kind of thing comes from 
experience, from the depths of who a person is, not from a textbook.” 

It was the same conversation at the beginning of every new semester. The woman who 
crafted ugly pastiches homaging much better artists out of her fucking pubic hair would groan as 
she passed by Jim’s flawless BIC® pen rendering of a dog or whatever, and he would just smile 
because there would always be a student who would say “like wow, that’s cool as hell.” 

“No one cares about your bush, Doreen,” Cates said. 

“Think of the smell, you bitch!” A student giggled. 


Brandon’s AMC Hornet broke down on the outskirts of Deep Ellum on a Tuesday night. 
He “had a guy,” but the guy was not answering his phone. Great, he thought. He considered 
opening up the Randonautica app and urban exploring, but he received a text from Cates. 
“You’re in Ellum, I know it. Have a drink with me. Tipsy Teetotaler.” The place was as bad as its 
name, but the fucking synchronicity of it all was enough to convince him to show. 

When he arrived, the first thing he saw was Cates sprawled across the bartop from the 
tender side, flirting with Tilly, who was nursing a cloudy pink drink. He made his approach. 

“Didn’t know you worked here.” 

Cates picked himself up. “Lots of things people don’t know about me, friend. Call it 
research. What can I getcha?” 

“Club soda.” 

“Nothing in it?” 

“Not tonight. I’m working on something.” 

“Pussy,” Tilly drawled. 

“Well hello to you.” 

“Yeah. Who comes to a bar for carbonated water?” 

“My car broke down. I happened upon the invite.” 

“I knew it!” Cates exclaimed. “My artist driving a shitty vehicular anachronism senses 
were fucking tingling!” 

They both laughed at him. 

“We’re connected, you and me.” 

“Get a room!” Tilly squealed. 

“Soon, my dear, soon. So, you gonna ditch the teetotal for tipsy and have a shot with us 
or what?” 

He wasn’t particularly in the mood to drink, but also he had to ask himself why the hell 
he showed if he wasn’t prepared to do so. 

“Right,” he said aloud. “Synchronicity. Sure. Tequila. Salt and lime.” 

Tilly also did tequila; no salt or lime. Again she teased Brandon with the pussy epithet. 
Cates poured himself a whiskey. They eschewed ceremony and knocked back their shots. 

“Still want that club soda?” 


“Just give me a Lone Star.” 

“Atta boy, I guess,” Tilly shrugged. 

As if he needed any more proof, suddenly the realization that trying to bond in any way 
with her was a fool’s errand was solidified. She was as interested in him as a trust fund kid was 
in an honest day’s work. 

Tilly excused herself to take a tinkle in the little girls’ room. Her words. 

“She fucking with me?” 

“Tf she is, it’s the most consistent she’s been since I met her. Space cadet,” Cates said. 

“So just your type?” 

“A little lost girl who unironically thinks Sylvia Plath offing herself was a kind of 
romantic gesture? I suppose. She is physically appealing but about as interesting as drywall or 
dudes who do the same with Lindsay. 

I asked the child if she’d read Woolf, and she just looked at me, eyes glazed over in “who 
the fuck is that?’ They give degrees to anyone who can write halfway coherent essays while 
floating in an academic gene pool populated by buoying turds of jargon, it seems. If I’d paid any 
heed to that pattern, I could’ve gotten some accreditation instead of spending a decade doing 
menial labor while writing a book.” 

“Well, you’re here.” 

“T’m a lot of places. She’s coming back.” 


Jim informed Brandon as they were picking up their work from the gallery that he and his 
wife were divorcing. It was a matter-of-fact confession without hint of lugubriousness. As if his 
situation were a kind of ongoing ongoing. He’d expected it. 

“You okay?” 

“T’m fine. Coping.” 

“So you’re painting?” 

“Always. That’s part of her problem.” 

“What?” 

“She wanted more intimacy.” 

“Doesn’t seem like a problem to me.” 

“I voted for Obama twice. I don’t have a conservative bone in my body, but sex ain’t 
what it used to be.” 

“Intimacy isn’t just sex.” 

“I know. But she wants it.” 

“And you don’t?” 

“Not with her.” 

“Then it’s not sex. It’s her.” 

“Yes.” 

“Allow me to channel Cates for a second. You’d gladly screw a sweet young thing?” 

“T would like to taste freshly ripened fruit, yes.” 

“So you’re a pig?” 

“Oh yes, I deserve it.” 


The honesty, if nothing else, was refreshing. Brandon too, and even Cates, he assumed, 
were older men intrigued by youthful femininity. But he couldn’t get over the Obama line. He 


had to ponder what Jim’s flagging sex life had to do with a two term extension of the neoliberal 
(van)guard president who happened to be black. Jim was as grey as melting ice and snow mixed 
with the kitty litter folks might use for traction to get to their cars to drive ever-so-cautiously to 
jobs they hate. Yet, it seemed Obama’s melanin content was every bit as important to him and 
those like him as it was to black people who assumed—dquite naturally—there was some kind of 
shared experience there, even if it was just a socio-cultural opposition to hostilities both 
perceived and real. 

He wanted to question Jim on his line of thinking but felt it would cause more friction 
than facilitate understanding. Let Cates foment the hostile working environment, he thought. 
And let the impending interventions of Jim’s therapist figure out the rest. 

His Hornet was in the shop, so public transport became his bag. 


And a deep bag it would be (!). The love he had for classically shitty cars did not cloud 
his judgment nor his understanding that a car free future would likely be best, and if little else, 
mitigate a sliver of the environmental havoc humans have wreaked on earth since the industrial 
revolution. But it wasn’t a subject on which he could claim any kind of mastery, and so found 
himself largely beholden to sources he (no matter how naively) trusted on the matter. 

Waiting at the West End station for his train home, he listened to a couple of Run the 
Jewels cuts while watching a gaggle of high school students not-so-surreptitiously purchase 
loosies from a possibly undercover transit cop. As with any artist lacking an authoritarian bone in 
their body, everything he knew about policing in general came either from Money Train or the 
inundation of murder porn a couple of his activist minded but staggeringly dipshit friends on 
social media posted as rage bait for social justice. It wasn’t exactly a model frame of reference. 

The train arrived loudly announcing its destination. He had to lose the obnoxious 
beep-booping and monotone dual flowing of RtJ. It was half-courtesy, half-embarrassment on his 
part because he was afraid a fellow passenger might become sonically infected as a result of any 
proximity to the aural blast radius the locus of which happened to be his pompadour topped 
head. 

At any rate, he knew he wouldn’t be able to stomach the inorganic pablum to the end of 
the line and found the relative silence afforded between two more station approaches and 
departures to be preferable despite loathing the canned atmosphere of the train car. He was 
making peace with the fact that silence was neither a real possibility nor a particularly desired 
one, as it itched at the skin and rebelled against the imposition of the overarching notion of 
stillness on the body. Rancid piss can be golden too, he knew, and only the most discerning of 
fetishists and kinksters would (proudly) admit to loving it. 


Dinner on this not-particularly-raucous-at-all late Tuesday night consisted of stir fried 
cabbage, onions, jalapefios, tofu, and lemon ponzu washed down with herbal tea and water while 
watching Robert Hughes’ The Shock of the New. It was part of a one-two critical combo he liked 
to show students in his Art Appreciation course. The second was a series of YouTube videos by 
artist Jaysson Musson performing as the Philly art critic, Hennessey Youngman, in which he 
humorously and knowledgeably explains various concepts from what one would expect to be a 
more layman perspective. However, Brandon was surprised to find many of his students found 
Youngman’s explanations to be more impenetrable than Hughes’. 


This complication was more about students’ expectations than the content of both 
approaches. They had, in many years of bullshitty high school art classes, become acclimated to 
dry textbooks and abridged lectures centering on biographical information and basic 
memorization/replication of style as opposed to broader historical contextualization. And they’d 
seen the Hollywood takes on Kahlo, Warhol, Pollack, and Basquiat enough times to romanticize, 
but many of them weren’t able to discern where any of these figures belonged in the grand 
scheme of history. So a critical body of work like Hughes’ was, despite its density and 
confrontational robustness, at least accessible to them, while Youngman came off more as an 
inside joke—an artist’s artist seizing on the completely maddening absurdity of weaving from 
one institutional trial to another institutional tribulation and back again, only to accept the 
crushing reality of collector/patron taste; a class of the art world, funnily enough, for whom 
Hughes rightfully and naturally had little patience. 

He finished eating and stopped the video. An anxious feeling draped over him like a 
blanket tucked in tightly at his legs. Kicking his feet, he realized it wasn’t real but god damn it 
sure as fuck felt like it was. He could almost smell the post meal cigarettes he used to indulge 
with his ex-wife. It was sharp and pervasive before transmogrifying into the grungier, more 
insistent and concentrated but strangely pleasant odor of marijuana smoke Djuna used to blow in 
his face as a post-meal, pre-coital ceremony. 

Before he could intellectualize or otherwise accede to or deny the 
next-step-in-the-how-to-adult commands his brain was doling out to his appendages, his feet 
carried him to the kitchen area. He placed the plate on top of the frying pan on the stove and 
gathered both together with the silverware and cooking implements to be thrown into the sink. 

For a single man, he kept his living space relatively immaculate. He ceremoniously 
washed and organized his clothing, and aside from a drawer for clothing essentials, a couple of 
dress outfits dangling in the closet, a single bookcase, a small tightly kept art space, and an even 
sparser shitter, he managed his life as minimally as humanly possible. This was mostly 
attributable to the fact he spent little time at home except to eat and sleep. It was probably the 
only useful thing he learned from several failed partnerships and (thankfully) prematurely 
aborted entanglements (or whatever the kids were calling them these days) that amounted to his 
relationship history. 

His brain continued the work it had begun, supervising his hands as they left not a speck 
in the sink. It wasn’t even fun for him. But his eyes focused on a glimmer on the least paint 
speckled part of the faucet and tried to make out his reflection. And that’s probably, he thought, 
how dopamine really worked. He felt not the rush of the realization of a pleasure constantly 
pursued, but the sleepwalkiness of simply doing something (however marginal and practical) that 
harmed him not. And more, the task was complete before boredom had a chance to move in. He 
considered it a victory. 

Suddenly the sound of his phone buzzing on the couch echoed throughout the room. 
“PRETTY SURE SHE’S FUCKEN’ DEAD. CALL ME,” a text preview on the display for six or 
seven texts read. He unlocked his phone thinking he’d finally heard the worst about his Hornet, 
but when he got to the body of the text, he realized it was from Cates and not his guy, whose 
style and etiquette that shit closely resembled. 


“Who’s dead?” he texted back. 
“Can you get over here? Get a lift. PI pay. Or Jim will. The fuckin’ idiot.” 


“T don’t know if I want to know.” 
“You don’t. But you will. Get your ass over here.” 


He had no idea why he was humoring Cates, but it was only a bit past 11 P.M., so there 
wasn’t a thought wasted as to how much trouble he could’ve wandered into. Or Jim? No offense 
to him, but the guy’s a walking snooze-fest the likes of which Brandon didn’t think even Cates 
could make interesting. 

The lift was late. Not that it mattered until he received another text. “TIME IS OF THE 
ESSENCE, ASCETIC MAN.” He wasn’t going to dignify that with a response. The lift arrived 
and thankfully it was the quietest, most low effort ride he could experience without passing out. 
He tipped the peeling off driver and looked up at the edifice before him bathed in blueish 
moonlight. It looked remarkably well-preserved for a shotgun fourplex built sometime in the 
19th Century. In many of the neighborhoods they still stood they were allowed to fall into 
disrepair. One only needs a single guess to figure out which ones. 

Scaling creaking step upon creaking step—a charm, he was sure—suddenly he was 
assaulted by the smell of mota. Fucking Djuna. He approached the door with a big 3 on it and 
shook his head and sighed. Before his knuckles could reach the wood for a rap Cates yanked it 
open. Wearing a cheekless grin and grey robe, nothing underneath but hirsute six pack and fat 
flaccid dick, dangling triumphantly like a sleeping child slung over its parent’s shoulders, he 
threw himself at Brandon for an embrace. 

“Glad you could make it!” 

“What the fuck’s going on?” 

“Hmm? Oh! Yeah, so you ready to take another tuck and roll off the wagon?” 

“Stop fucking around.” 

“Well this is depressingly un-enlightened of you. You’re tense as shit.” 

“Wh— 

“Oh, no doubt, you should be. Jimmy sure as fuck is.” 

Cates moved to a side and pulled the door further open. Jim was on the couch hitting a 
joint and rocking back and forth. Brandon stepped in. 

“Not sure I have enough weed to bring him down from the cocaine high.” 

“Cocaine? Him? Really?” 

“Yes, really. It’s a thing. You know... you never really live until you snort cocaine off an 
adjunct’s ass.” 

“How long has this been going on?” Brandon asked Jim. 

“Since orientation.” 

“I was as shocked as you are,” Cates said. “But we’ve no time for exposition. Follow 
me.” 

Cates led Brandon through the dining room and into the kitchen in back. Tilly is splayed 
on the floor, eyes open in the light. 

“She looks fucking dead.” 

“Oh, she is.” 

“What the hell happened?” 

“Tm not quite sure. They came over, had dinner, a few drinks, I busted out the coke 
‘cause why not? So we do lines all over the place. She offered her tits, her ass, it was fun. We get 


in here to do shots and what do you know? It turns out people with congenital heart conditions 
shouldn’t do coke,” Cates said, shaking a bottle of medication. 

“T never got to fuck her,” Jim’s plaintive voice said behind him. 

“Are you kidding? Fuck, man. Why didn’t you call an ambulance?” 

“I may or may not have warrants,” Cates said with a giggle. 

“You couldn’t just drop her off at a hospital? You’re deranged.” 

“Too drunk to drive.” 

“Oh fuck this. I’m out of here.” 

“Let’s bury her in the back,” Jim said emotionlessly. 

“My god, what?” 

“Capital idea, my boy! You know, this is not the first time I’ve done this?” 

“What the fuck? This is insane” 

“Oh, you’ve seen nothing yet. Pll tell you about Burma sometime,” Cates says, 
motioning Jim to Tilly’s body. 


69 Things to Do with a Dead 
Ex-Boyfriend 


She said, yeah, he’s right. You kinda do look like Jim Jarmusch. I watched Stranger than 
Paradise every night and on the weekends with an ex boyfriend. He was a film major. If you’ve 
ever wondered what that’s like, don’t. Those guys are boring. Film is art for people who can’t 
paint. 

“To be honest, it was a dumb movie,” she continued. “Why would anyone set out for 
Cleveland of all places?” 

Brandon nodded. 

“I know my mom hitched to Cleveland once because she was following this band, and 
she always talked about how she fucked more dudes in those days than there were stars in the 
sky. Bitch claims to be the inspiration for like, every fuck song ever.” 

“T never saw the movie,” Brandon said. 

“Then you are the veener.” 

“Hmm?” 

“Nothing.” 

He couldn’t pretend to care about the conversation on a personal level. It meant nothing 
to him. But he was fascinated at how much people would tell you about themselves if you just let 
them. When he realized that asking questions gave his interlocutors a framework for 
prevarication of narrative or personal detail through embellishment or omission, he stopped. 

This girl, he reasoned, was not lying to him—she had a tie-dyed backpack, signifying 
something surrealistically and enigmatically spiritual, slung over her shoulder like a curious baby 
reaching out for a desired shiny. All he did was open with an unbidden observation about himself 
his friend Chael made frequently. It was an esoteric thing for probably most outsiders but 
inoffensive. He was pleasantly surprised she caught the reference. 

“What was your name again?” 

“Brandon.” 

“T’m Djuna.” 

They shook hands. 

“What do you do?” 

“T’m an artist.” 

“Really? Crazy. Me too.” 


Chael was pretending to meditate with a full figured woman by the fire. Brandon could 
hear her guiding him on his breathing. From the look of his gut, he was doing it wrong, but it 
didn’t matter because her eyes were closed, and anyway, he intended to deny he knew him if 
questioned. Djuna was still talking as they strolled away from the gathering. 

“T don’t even think he read the copy of the Gita I gifted him.” 

“What makes you say that?” 

“He referred to Krishna as the smurf guy.” 

He almost laughed. 

“That’s another thing about those film guys. By and large they’re all philistines who 
insist they have a story to tell. But there’s nothing inside them to reach into and connect with, so 
their entire bank of knowledge and experience is drawn from movies made by other guys who 
were doing the same thing.” 

“Sure,” he said. “Sure. I can see...” 

“ I think it’s just Anglo or just Western brain thinking.” 


“T don’t follow.” 

“Even their spirituality feels material. Hollow but material. Like a toilet paper roll.” 

The most prevalent lament of the misogynist is that women never shut up, but Brandon 
saw this particular quality in Djuna as a plus. He knew that his ability to listen to and absorb—to 
be subject to—her constant barrage of unsolicited critique, a pained experiential indictment of 
the mediocrities of men, would allow him to consider carefully if and to what extent he would 
reveal himself to her, thereby perhaps decreasing the possibility of being a subject of any future 
such revelations. 

On the surface, his method hallmarked a full-on fancy for self-serving and manipulative 
behavior, but he argued allowing her to vent and bloviate at length about topics and things she 
was moved by in any capacity was a way to get to know her without intrusive inquisition. 

“T’m 26 and I’ve lived more lives than guys like him.” 

“Maturity is only an impediment if you lack it.” 

“No. I mean, he’s a newbie. Trying to teach me about art. Fuck him. I forgot more shit 
than he knows. In 1793, I was a 10 year old boy during the French Revolution. I became deathly 
ill not long after.” 

“Interesting,” he said, realizing just how out there this woman half his age was. Looking 
around for Chael, he decided it was safe to move farther away from the group with her. She went 
on like one of those toy chattering teeth things that’d been wound up so tight by a child, they 
broke the winding key. 

“My second life was just after the Civil War and I was the daughter of a freedman 
sharecropper. So even before I was me, in this glorious, beautiful form, I was living. Men. ‘I 
study film, I know everything there is to know about the human condition,” she mocked. “They 
just study their own disturbed psyches and project them onto others. Ghouls.” 

They turned into a less lit hollow alongside the path. 

“Perfect,” she said, and rolled out a mat she had in her bag. 

“Want me to blow you?” 


Good thing I paint, he thought, as she slurped in his lap with obstreperous alacrity. Unlike 
his prior selves of varying age, he worried not about their distance or lack thereof from the rest 
of the party because the nature of the then company was infinitely more worldly and accepting 
than that of those prior. Yet no matter how enlightened he knew they believed they were, he 
would never assume they were bereft of the capacity for judgment. His grandmother, bless her 
soul, was generally a sweet old lady, but he never forgot the time she walked in on teenage him 
while he had a single mother ten years his senior bent over the kitchen table and she reacted with 
a verbal-teetering-on-but-not-quite-reaching-physical-violence he never expected a pentecostal 
crossword puzzle obsessed septuagenarian could muster. 

Djuna came up, gasping and blowing mucus and saliva everywhere in strings. She 
glistened like a makeup smeared goddess, and he knew it was the perfect time for yonic worship. 

“You are not ready for that,” she said. 

“Tm not?” 

“No. To worship that which you make no effort to understand is the epitome of Western 
thinking.” 

“I’m not sure I follow, but I'll assume it’s a longform way of saying no.” 

“The disappointment in your voice! I haven’t even finished my dessert yet.” 


He drove Chael home. Thankful for the silence, he was able to focus on sitting a certain 
way so as to best get whiffs of the saliva that still had not quite dried in his crotch. The scent was 
superior to any incense he could recall; Nag Champa for the perverted middle aged artist’s soul. 
A chuckle tickled at his throat, but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. Chael didn’t need 
much of a prompt to start going on and on and on about whatever 
auto-titillating-pseudo-intellectualism he could coax out of anything uttered within earshot. 

The glow of the big city intensified upon their approach and the temporary tattooing of 
the reflections of neon signs against his face in the windshield became clearer and clearer and 
Chael was still out of character. Honestly, the quiet introspection was beginning to unsettle him. 
The air in the cabin of his AMC Hornet was like a slick hole desperate for sonic 
filling—phalangic or phallic—it mattered not. At the light, Brandon grabbed his phone and 
found Tyler the Creator’s latest album. 

“This is good,” Chael said. 

“To the ears, it’s god.” 

Like Djuna, Brandon believed the concept of an anhedonic, vengeful deity sitting on high 
was just part of the Western authoritarian/anti-authoritarian dichotomy. A true god anyone would 
want to personally emulate and venerate would be a god of joy and pleasure. And music—the 
best of it anyway—embodies these qualities, sexing the listener’s ears, ensconcing their bored or 
wounded spirits in various desired as well as unexpectedly needed moods. 

“You probably just wanted to vibe,” Brandon said. 

“Sad boi shit is a vibe. Maybe not the one I was looking for but it was the one I needed.” 

He hoped this would be the last of Chael’s conciliatory opining. There was a slight 
feeling of shame he experienced in adopting the patois of a generation that made little distinction 
between himself and their racist uncles and grandpas, ruining holiday dinners and facebook 
comment sections since either of those things became common enough cultural phenomena. But 
he wasn’t code switching for the sake of self-preservation or attainment of “the cool” or any of 
that shit. It was about communication and understanding, and it was abundantly clear those two 
things were less tangible than the former reasonings, and so he’d never be able to explain them 
without getting shrugs and “so whats” and having to recite goddamn essays on the matter in 
order to get a “that’s sufficient, ‘cause no one really gives a shit” nod. 

“I don’t even like using the word vibe,” Chael began. “I’m too old for it.” 

“T didn’t think age precluded you from word usage, but it’s good to know.” 

“Tt doesn’t. I was trying to be funny.” 

Try harder, Brandon thought. 


The candles were lit, the joints were rolled and ready, and the tub was prepped; bubbled 
and steamy, awaiting the dip of his ass and testicles teabag-like, followed by sloshy squeaky 
settling in. Indubitably, it was the relaxation of a man who'd already flirted with more traditional 
forms of meditation only to discover they required more thinking and ceremony than he believed 
reasonable for something supposed to chip away at his cluttered awareness, to sculpt him into a 
more well-adjusted person. But he’d expected too much, he knew, clicking on Richard Hell and 
The Voidoids and letting the skronky bounce of Blank Generation wash over him. 

It wasn’t the point to expect anything of meditation. Because meditation was not a 
passive, actorless endeavor. That was obvious. The problem was he felt like a failure at it; unable 
to give himself to concepts of wholeness or oneness with things over which he lacked agency. 


Sounds really fucked up, he thought; like he’d learned nothing from a failed marriage, a failed 
long-term partnership, and four children split between both—half of whom were grown enough 
to process and act upon the existential dread he likely passed on to them. 

No matter how exhausting and irritating Chael could sometimes be, he did provide cheap 
access to sleep-inducing kush. Brandon was no connoisseur but was already feeling it. He stared 
ahead sleepy eyed at a badly laminated copy of Caravaggio’s Amor Vincit Omnia balanced on an 
easel. It wasn’t the Baroque master’s most visually stunning work, but its strength rested in its 
adherence to a treacly and broad but almost universally relatable concept—love. Shit, the rough 
translation of its title is “love conquers all.” 

Not unlike in the mythology of antiquity (relative even to Caravaggio), Cupid was a 
fictive representation of an abstraction lording over history. But Amor, in this particular instance, 
neither glowed nor menaced; he was a milk skinned boy, naked and perhaps unclean but not dirty 
(could be the picturesque chiaroscuro), almost carried away by his own wings, apparently 
weighted down only by the morass of human history or more probably, in true Ovidian fashion, 
mischievously traipsing through it in the aftermath of his devious calculations. 

Everything, Brandon believed, deserved more than one glance; a careful walk-through, 
circling and circling and circling back and circling back, the story changing ever-so-slightly 
sometimes but not always but our interpretation of it does. The biggest obstacle was the 
possibility of confusing himself while viewing things from more than one angle. Understanding 
of a sort can be achieved, but it creates interesting contradictions if nothing else. 

He was too high for this shit. 


Djuna arrived at his doorstep days later. She sank into his couch and stared ahead. 
Brandon knew better than to assume she was admiring the work slapped on the wall collage-like 
before her. She was quiet. He appreciated that. 

“T think I’ve got Kombucha in the fridge.” 

“I don’t drink that shit. Too acidic. Got chamomile?” 

“Lemme check.” 

“Beer is fine.” 

“Chael might’ve left some last time he was here.” 

Clutching a can of 25 oz BUD ICE®, she stood and approached the wall. He informed 
her it was permissible touch because it’s not a museum, it’s an intimate experience. She muttered 
something and stopped at a picture. 

“What’s that?” 

“My ex.” 

“Oh. Nice tits.” 

If someone were to ask that he close his eyes and explain exactly what’s plastered on his 
wall, he wouldn’t be able to say. Sadly, he only guessed she was pinpointing the picture of his ex 
with mud covered breasts because he assumed her interest in him was purely sexual, possibly 
romantic. The first possibility he supposed was understandable. The second, however, especially 
when married to the first, seemed quite remote. 

“You like tits?” 

“Love them. They swell with the water of life.” 

“Not Bud Ice, I imagine.” 


“Funny. Yeah. I choose not to procreate, but any womb person who chooses that destiny 
is a goddess.” 

“By design.” 

“By everything. But it could be worse. You could be talking about shitty indie films or 
Smurfs.” 

“Doesn’t seem like a high bar.” 

“Tt’s not. Would you like to partake of my garden?” 

The girl was strange. He performed cunnilingus on her on the floor. She squirmed and 
wriggled and kicked. She did not lubricate, but she did hoot, wail, and pant. He would make no 
assumptions about whether or not she was pleased. He didn’t have to. She told him. 

“That was nice.” 

Nice. Okay. 


They sat quietly in the Hornet waiting for the engine to warm up. She wanted to “show 
him something.” The flatness of her voice would’ve imbued the declaration with sinister or 
ominous undertones, but it seemed it was her manner of speaking in general and not necessarily 
a tone shift. He didn’t know her. He only ascertained her impulsivity. 

“It’s weird to lead,” she said. 

“Used to following?” 

“Krishna, yes. People? Why the fuck would I?” 

“T don’t know.” 

“The earth is an ample guide for anyone if anyone would actually listen. Typically, we do 
not. Do you?” 

“No.” 

“Shame.” 

She did not give him an address. 

“Just listen to me. Siri will lead you into the arms of Krishna knows what. It’s not good.” 

“Okay.” 

“I would ask if you trust me, but Westerners intellectualize trust to the point where 
allowing yourself to connect and dialogue with the spiritual world glowing around the material is 
a scholarly discourse; limiting and not wholesome self-growth. It’s why so many Catholics don’t 
believe in shit unless you twist their arms or give them common cause.” 

It was best, he thought, to remain conversationally terse but not completely silent so as to 
avoid any possible conflict. He could not agree nor disagree with shit he did not truly understand. 
She confidently directed him to a familiar place. He knew he’d driven this exact route several 
times before. Too many times. 


He pulled into the parking lot of ECONO-STOR #3. Like he’d done so many times 
before. 

“You look paler than usual. What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing. What are we doing here?” 

But everything was wrong. He had a storage unit here. 

“Wild, isn’t it?” 

“What is?” 


“I don’t know. Yov’ll have to tell me when you get it.” 

“Okay.” 

She wrestled a key from her bag as they approached the first door. He let her enter the 
code because he didn’t want to give anything away in that moment, and he was not sure if there 
would be a moment in which he would want to. 2214. 2214. 2214. 2214. 

“Fuck.” 

2214. 2214. 2214. 2214. 2214. 

“Are you kidding?” 

2214. 2214. 2214. 2214. 

“Breathe, Djuna. Breathe,” she said to herself. 2214. 2214. 2214. 2214. Finally, they were 
in. They moved up two flights of stairs and all the way to the end of a corridor. 

“To be honest, I pretty much live here.” 

He could relate to that. Sometimes he wasn’t sure why he rented space here and also his 
small apartment. There was the fear about welcoming and coveting clutter, and there was also 
some shit about wanting to save space for what’s important without it taking up space. She lifted 
the door and flipped on the light. 

“Anything that means anything to me is in here.” 

“These are all things.” 

“To hypocrite is to human, I guess.” 

“Sure.” 

“Over here.” 

She led him to a corner created by a couple of boxes. 

“T try not to burn incense in here, but what do you think?” 

“An altar?” 

“Yes. Like your wall.” 

It was not like his wall. It wasn’t. His wall was plastered with disparate bouts of his 
expression over the years. This was a literal altar to a single individual. And he suspected this 
person was not blood relation to her. 

“Even though he didn’t understand the love of Krishna, I loved him,” she said, caressing 
a photo. 

“Movie guy?” 

“Yes. Don’t ask me how, but I managed to get some of his ashes.” 

He was more curious as to why. 

“Brandon?” 

“Yeah.” 

“This is going to be a weird question, but... do you think you can drive us to Cleveland?” 

“What?” 

“Cleveland. He always wanted to go. Like in the movie.” 

“Uh...” 

“You can say no. I wouldn’t. But you can.” 

He tried to back away but disturbed some boxes and nearly lost his balance. 

“It’s just. The guy killed himself, and I don’t think he’ll be at peace until his remains are 
somewhere he lived in his sweet little Anglo western head.” 

“I have work tomorrow, and to be honest, this is just bizarre.” 

She moved toward him. 

“T let you taste the earth. Why won’t you give him the same peace?” 


“You said it was a dumb movie.” 

“It is a dumb movie, but he liked it, and I am connected to him. You’re telling me you 
aren’t connected to the big titty ex? That it seems normal to you but it might be gross and 
off-putting to the next lover who comes around? 

I’ve seen you around here before, Brandon. Your unit is downstairs. You have somewhere 
to live and yet you hold on to something. I don’t really care what it is, but I’m also confused as 
to why you hang out with people you obviously can’t understand despite your, I guess, best 
efforts. Or do you try at all?” 

“Same reason you do.” 

“Fuck you, Brandon.” 

“Djuna, this is weird.” 

“My name’s not Djuna, it’s Geraldine. My friends call me Geri. If you talked to anyone 
instead of trying to get me alone, you might’ve known that. I picked Djuna because I watched 
you read one of her books while standing over a box. Must’ve really meant something to you.” 

He knew he’d made an error. Whether or not it was fatal was yet to be seen, but he didn’t 
wish to stick around to find out. 

“Okay, Geri. I can’t drive you to Cleveland. My car’s a piece of shit.” 

“You get around okay as far as I’ve seen.” 

“How do you know any of that?” 

“You obviously never had to just survive, Brandon. Gotta be more aware of your 
surroundings, dude.” 

She turned to the altar. It was his time to turn and go, but he was somehow frozen. Aware 
of my surroundings, he thought. I am aware. I know where I am. Geraldine put the photo of the 
movie boy in her bra, and in her other hand was an ABUELITA container. She popped it open 
and gently sniffed at it. 

“He smells like cocoa.” 

Then she dipped a couple of fingers in and blew some of him into Brandon’s eyes. 

“What the fuck?” 

He fell back in pain and she pushed him the rest of the way down. He landed awkwardly 
and painfully on his hip. She patted him down and relieved him of his car keys. 

“Tm sorry. Sorry to both of you. But Cleveland calls. It sounds like an indie song, I 
guess. Think, like, Modest Mouse or something.” 

“No, no, no! What are you doing?” 

The door slammed down, and he heard the latch fall and lock. His vision was blurred, and 
his face was wet with pain. The light stabbed at the dark. Chiaroscuro was better on canvas. 


Girl, It’s Really Not Me 


...1 met that guy in a titty bar! 
Frank Reynolds, /t’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia 


If he had any sense of self-awareness, he might have reflected on why he found running his 
salt-sore tongue up and down the length of her freshly shaven armpit so satisfying. But Gil J. 
Randle wasn’t Gil J. Randle at all, though he looked like him down to every wrinkle and blemish 
of flesh, every tattoo, every pock mark. He was really Brandon Tepache. 

The MILF on the receiving end of his lengua seca would giggle intermittently and try to 
move so as to guide him toward the inverted nipple on the face of the closest engorged milker. 
But he had to tease her. The delayed self-gratification, newly considered a function of white 
supremacy, despite being firmly entrenched in Buddhist teaching, was the only aspect of Gil 
Brandon was truly able to mimic. Though for him, it was all in the service of playful cruelty. 
He’d ignored most everything else in those boring ass books Gil kept around. 

“Satisfaction is the death of desire,” he whispered into the MILF’S ear. 

“What?” 

“Good things come to those who wait. Discipline.” 

“Shut up and screw me. Pussy.” 


In the storage room, Gil looked up at Brandon and let out a quick succession of muffled, 
horrified squelches. He appeared to be crying and his nose was running with blood. The light 
flickered above them. 

“T’m going to take out the gag,” Brandon said. “Don’t make a sound or PII fucking end 
you.” The ensuing struggle to wrest the sock from ‘twixt Gil’s teeth produced an abundance of 
noise from both of them. Brandon nearly popped himself in the face with the saliva and blood 
covered wad of cotton. Gil hacked and coughed. Teeth miraculously still intact. 

“What are you doing to me?” 

“T’m just having some fun at your expense.” 

“Why? Who are you?” 

“T don’t know. It’s a mystery to me, really.” 

“You look just like me.” 

“Or it might be that you look like me. Ever thought of that, you deranged solipsist? 

“Don’t answer that. Judging by the books on your shelf, Pd say you believe yourself 
enlightened in some sense.” 


It was no surprise he didn’t know who this young woman who called him dad was, 
because he wasn’t who she thought he was. She did yoga in the front room, in leggings, her 
teenage ass saluting the sun like a freshly hydrated plant. His first instinct was to command her 
to do it in her room because to witness such things as her father was societally unseemly, 
personally discomfiting; not to mention, the whole front of the house smelled like feet. But he 
realized he didn’t give a shit. There was whiskey in the freezer begging for imbibement. 

“Dad,” she stopped him. “Wanna join me?” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“You sure?” 

“Tm sure.” 

“Are you okay? There’s alcohol in the freezer and it’s not like you to drink.” 

“What, you my fuckin’ sponsor now?” 


“No,” she said, dumbfounded. 

“T’m supposed to drink that flavored battery acid all the time?” 
“Kombucha.” 

“Komshitta.” 

“Okay.” 

“Try not to fart in the sun. It might be insulted.” 


Brandon was able to access Gil’s laptop with the password he cracked almost through 
osmosis. What he found said more about his sequestered doppelganger than he would ever get 
from battering him physically (though it was fun, as a treat) or boring himself asking questions 
or paying too much mind to those closest to him. Gil’s Spotify was a holy house of surprisingly 
good taste. Frank Ocean, A.A. Bondy, Vince Staples, Chaka Khan, Brand Nubian, Rod Stewart, 
George Jones—a rogue’s gallery of varied talent, a motley crew in the annals of musicological 
curation. 

But then there was the manuscript. Brandon skimmed it; a slog of a self-help rag about 
harnessing one’s own masculinity against the social media current of MRA and Incel bullshit. A 
noble cause, certainly, but it was well-tread turf in need of tweaking (truly, a motivational for 
those who tackle their lack of motivation through consumerism). After all, what is healthy 
masculinity (?) without constant admissions of one’s own raging homosexuality. 

Sneakily, he made changes like, “healthy masculinity is removing a hand from your penis 
and instead touching someone's -heart svith-eosmie-sineerity-and-toving-intent-else’ S, gently 
wrapping your freshly glossed lips around it for optimum suction.” And “admitting one’s 
mistakes and communicating one’s reservations is revolutionary masculine honesty, and 


announcing who you are is even more so—to loudly proclaim ‘I am eperrfer-erittetsnrandtoergeh 
teve super dee duper gay.” 


The MILF watched him devour a slice of kimchi pork pizza in two bites and wash it 
down with an entire bottle of imported beer. “Gotcha,” she said. 

“What?” He wiped his lips. 

“You say you’re a vegetarian on Twitter.” 

“Twitter?” 

“Found you.” 

“Imposter.” 

“Looks like you,” she counters, showing him a picture of himself in an obnoxious yoga 
pose as avatar. 

“All white guys look the same. What’s your point?” 

“Shush.” 

“Admitting to stalking me on a date is bold.” 

“Date? I suck a great dick.” 

“I won’t deny that.” 

“So, is it a schtick to get pussy?” 

“It’s an art project.” 

“Years in the making?” 

“You are thorough, you bad girl, you.” 


“Shame, ‘cause some of this stuff is super thoughtful.” 

“In my circles we call it mindfulness.” 

“Bullshit. You’re lucky your dick is basically cotton candy to me, ‘cause this is shady as 
fuck.” 

“As fuck? You’re middle aged.” 

“Am not! And you’re older. What’s your point? I compliment. You insult. I kind of like 
it. Got anything else?” 

“Yeah. You have an aesthetically displeasing vulva. Stop waxing. Your overbite is 
off-putting, but you certainly make up for it in storytelling.” 

“Be meaner!” 


Brandon cooked a steak on the stovetop while intermittently scrolling through Gil’s 
Twitter. He muttered to himself something about being gay and not being as f slurred as this guy. 
Just as he was about to tweet something crass, the young woman who called him dad entered the 
kitchen area and opened the fridge. 

“Oh my god, it smells like burning flesh in here.” 

“Don’t blasphemy.” 

“You serious,” she shrieked, quickly slamming the door for a perfectly timed glare. 

“Ts an elephant heavy?” 

“What?” 

“Sorry, I think that was offensive to some other god or something.” 

“Who are you?” 

“Still working on that.” 

“I feel sick. I’m going to get some fresh air.” 

“I keep the cigarettes in that fruity flower pot.” 

She grunt-screamed and stormed out the room. The smoke detector sang like Yoko Ono. 
The steak was burnt. Perfect. 


“So, I managed to get your Twitter on my phone. I hope you don’t have a problem with 
us coming out as gay.” 

“Mmmppphhhh! MMMM!” 

“Tm sorry, I don’t understand muffle. Listen, first thing I’m going to do is share my 
favorite song lyrics. That’s something the kids do, yeah?” 

“MMM! Unnnnnnnhbhh!” 

“T’m not taking it out. You know that Das Racist song, Power? I’m going to paste Danny 
Brown’s verse from that.” 

Silence. 

“Don’t know that one, huh? It’s up your alley. Well, mine. Let’s be honest, I’m not really 
connecting with all that shit you do. I have to make it interesting for me. By the way, you have a 
stalker.” 

“Hmmmhhh?” 

“You know, as a gay, I never thought I’d enjoy railing a woman. Sorry, mAk1nG LOv3 to 
a woman. Whatever. This one ain’t really into love. Think she’s been numbed. Men are trash, 
right?” 


Gil nods. 

“We agree on something, at least.” 

“Mmmmhh!” 

“As long as this lasts, Mr. Randle, I’m going to have fun. At your expense, your kid’s, 
whatever. See, I know something you do not. I think that’s why god or satan or whatever sent me 
here. The one thing we both have in common besides this beautiful face is that we’re performers. 
And I know I might seem uncouth or nonsensical in a way only a working class schlub could 
countenance, but you’ve gotta separate the art from the artist.” 

“MMM! Mrruuuuuh!” 

“Now that’s just not true. Do you think Philip Sey—errrrr, bad example. Okay, do you 
think Mindy Kaling is a clumsy, pop-culture addicted, relationship churner-througher like her 
character on The Mindy Project?” 

“Ubhhhhhh!” 

“Shit, good point. They do tell people to write what they know, ya know? Either way, I 
just love her. 

“MMM! Uhhhhhhh!” 

“I feel like a lot of people are either so crushed by the insipid demands of capitalism or 
else so ensconced by the comfort gained in benefitting from it that they have little else to do but 
escape or else be congealed into the mind melt of mass media. 

So it follows, indolently, mindlessly, that their experiences and values must be reflected 
back to them in some form or fashion for it to be good or relevant.... Which is patently false. 
Good and bad are value judgements. Not analyses. Anyway... I’m getting bored of this. You’re 
going to love the completed project, I promise. I'll call it... The Brandon Project.” 


The MILF tugged the soft appendage several inches from his belly button. Absolutely 
laboring at it to no avail, she finally slapped it against his leg and sighed. 

“What are you doing?” 

“T could ask you the same. You’re normally hard as a rock.” 

“Never seen a rock crumble?” 

“Shut up. What’s wrong with you?” 

“Well, it’s either the ED caused by a lifetime of smoking and drinking, or I’m gay. And I 
mean, I am gay. Coming out on Twitter soon.” 

“You're kidding.” 

“I’m not. You really believe a straight man could make you orgasm like I do?” 

“Is this some weird way of saying I’m disgusting to you?” 

“T’m gay, I’m not stupid. Might be vile, though.” 

“Be serious.” 

“What gay man can resist a pair of gnarly naturals such as yours? Weird labia aside, your 
tits have achieved optimum perfection.” 

“That supposed to be a compliment?” 

“You told me before you liked it when I was mean.” 

“That was before when your dick could reach your belly button.” 

“Tt still can, provided the correct inputs are made.” 

“Oh fuck you!” 

She sprang from his bed and berobed herself in seconds. 


“I know you can get erect, asshole. Consider this your time out. Ill be back.” 

“Of course, of course! The delightfully pungent aroma of sex awaits us!” 

“Disgusting. Maybe get back to that enlightened shit you were doing. It’s more fuckable 
than this.” 

As she showed herself out, Brandon yelled: “Admitting to oneself their sexuality feels 
pretty damned enlightened to me!” 


The child who called him dad slapped the Bhagavad Gita on the counter in front of him 
and asked if he remembered it. He then turned his laptop to her. It was a PDF version of the 
Kama Sutra he found online. 

“I want my dad back.” 

“Not yet. He’s still bound and gagged in the storage.” 

“You're not funny. I don’t know who hurt you, but you’re scaring me.” 

“T’m not joking. Hey, how would you feel if you found out your old man was an aspirant 
in the ‘wants to fuck John Waters’ field of competitors?” 

“You don’t read enough.” 

“So I am just a dilettante.” 

“What are you saying?” 

“T am gay, my child.” 

“Congratulations. Lots of people are.” 

“So there’s hope for me.” 

“T don’t have time for this.” 

“What’s Becca making you do now?” 

“How do you know about Becca?” 

“Gay dads know.” 

“Know what?” 

“Td rather you not feel embarrassed. I’m a monster, but not that kind.” 

“Oh, that just instills in me soooo much confidence in you.” 

“Relax child. I have this.” 

“Stop being weird!” 


Brandon sat in Gil’s idling Crown Vic with the busted passenger-side seatbelt and no 
airbags at all, watching Becca get picked up by the MILF in her SUV. He texted her that he 
wanted to see her that night. She texted back: “no can do, babe, got MILF duty.” 

“Of course you do,” he said to himself. 


He’d found his John Waters. A dignified glass blower (and even better penis blower) 
named Spencer. Like himself, Spencer was pushing 60 and exhibited extreme dedication to his 
craft. He asked Brandon what he was passionate about. 

“Full disclosure, I was a breeder...” 

“And?” 

“Let me finish.” 

“Tm gay, not a dickhead, Only insecure f slurs care about breeding or hold that sort of 
thing against lately blossomed adherents to the orientation.” 

“So I’m gay enough?” 

“Remains to be seen. Take me for a spin. On your cock.” 


Certainly, Spencer was a forward man; not one to forsake the pursuit of pleasure for 
banal, usually obnoxiously gussied up wordplay guised as foreplay. 

“I would never want to be mistaken for one of those beautifully chiseled from the gayest 
of stones men whose love for cock is a personality and not an animalistic desire. Also, what am 
I, the gay gatekeeper? I don’t give a shit.” 


The MILF was drunk, fidgety on her uncomfortable af naugahyde couch. She invited 
Brandon over for commiseration (Becca finally confided in her she was a lesbian) and (possible) 
cock. He chuckled at her (obviously) nonsensically dismissive and absurdly angry recount of 
what should be (and usually is) a commonplace and uncontroversial confession. 

“What decade are you living in?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Your child being a lesbian seems like almost... not news at all.” 

“I’m not mad she’s a carpet muncher, asshole. I’m mad I’m like the last one she told!” 

“And?” 

“She ruined my vagina! Walking around with those perfect lips!” 

“I’m a complete imposter, and this conversation is weird for me.” 

“Shut up. Drop the act. You. Gay. Ha.” 

“I’m gay, your daughter is gay, c’est la vie.” 

“She’s just saying that.” 

“But why?” 

“How the hell should I know? Attention?” 

“There are still less socially brusque ways to garner attention. My daughter’s a lesbo, 
too. 

“Makes sense. Even though you really aren’t a f-.” 

“Okay, well this conversation is dumb. You want dick, I need to be more drunk.” 

“Fuck you.” 

“No, fuck you, ma’am. In fact, I have. Wasn’t fun.” 

“Stop.” 

He wasn’t sure why, but women asking him to stop in the middle of a verbal spar only 
instilled in him a desire to press, to forge forward in the most masculine (as well as melanin 
challenged of ways—just some shit he learned online). He was doing it, after all, for the young 
woman who called him dad, which propped him up with a feeling of power and righteousness. It 
was all idealistic, drearily combative nonsense, but he owned it—and loved it. 

“Becca is a bully,” Brandon said. 

“A bully?” 

“You know.” 

“Actually, I don’t.” 

“You will.” 

“You gonna destroy my pussy or something to prove it?” 

“Unconscionable. And impossible. Pussies are otherworldly in their resilience.” 

“Hmm.” 

“Betty White, paraphrased.” 

“What next, Barbara Streisand, verbatim?” 

“Always, you fucking gay basher.” 


“Ha, you fucking misogynist.” 

“Tt’s not just a bash, it’s a full-on party!” 

“Whatever,” she said, having finally achieved a modicum of repose, no thanks to him. 
Her consciousness having undergone subsumption by the three 
self-made-and-most-assuredly-mixologically-abominable concoctions she claimed were Mai 
Tais, she settled into acceptance. 

“Can I go?” he asked. 

“Go where?” 

“Away from here.” 

“Huh? No. Did you know... you know my kid is a dyke?” 

“Same.” 

“Why do they do this to us?” 

(Acceptance looks different to all of us) 

“Do what? Be themselves?” 

“You wouldn’t understand. Becca’s my only.” 

“And uh... um... yeah. Mine might as well be my only.” 

“You’re so not gay.” 

“I so am.” 


Brandon cornered her outside the Country Burger, cigarette between his lips, 
ever-so-casually communicating his view of her as a gross bitch. 

“And you are?” 

“T’m no one. Just an f slur protecting his kid.” 

“Smoking is gross.” 

“T’m dead soon anyway.” 

“Good?” 

“Mean but understandable.” 

“Are you trying to groom me?” 

“You wish. It’s called a mirror. Gaze into it and wretch.” 


He remembered the onion rings being better. Granted, that memory was from the dank 
dark of a closet, but there’s no way. No way. Freedom is always superior. The MILF crossed his 
mind, failing to look both ways. He smiled, knowing his intent was to floor it. He texted her: 
wyd? 

“Ur gay, remember?” 

“T can assure you I am not the first.” 

“Huh?” 

“T’m being pedantic.” 

“Jesus. just say ur bi n be done wit it.” 

A feeling of uncertainty as to whether or not he was actually texting her ugly child 
warmed over his stomach. He felt vomity. But she was correct in a sense. Technically, he was 
bisexual. Yet socially, bisexual men don’t have the same caché as bisexual women. In fact, 
bisexual women have more than lesbians. Because men can still wedge themselves into bisexual 


women’s affairs. Lesbians are untouchable fantasies, disinterested muses for the male erection. 
Fertile ground, obviously, for patriarchy theory. 
“T’m bi,” he texted, “see u @ 8.” 


Gil was sleeping when Brandon lifted the gate to the storage space. It was redolent of piss 
and shit. There weren’t enough cigarettes in existence to combat the stink, but attempts were 
made. Brandon awakened his prisoner. 

“You’re not allergic to 7-11 taquitos are you? Like, the ingredients? You strike me as the 
kind of asshole who researches shit like that.” 

Gil shakes his head. 

“Surely you’ve no moral objections to eating these delicious treats? I mean, let’s be real, 
there’s probably no real meat in any of this shit anyway.” 

Gil nods. 

“Hunger voids all bourgeois considerations. I’m going to remove the gag. For the record, 
it’s like, midnight. No one’s around. Don’t bother screaming.” 


Gil named his spawn Priyanka. Or else the hippy woman whose loins he shot her into did. 
Worse to consider they conspired together to christen the hapless child against her will (and is 
that not most naming in general?). Brandon shook his head on the drive to his gallery where the 
MILF insisted they meet. Priyanka. The Anglo/Brahmin fuckfest lives on, but he stood in 
solidarity with the Bengalis and Tamils or something. Politics, history, anything attempting to 
educate or enlighten him; these areas despite his seeming class conscious vocabulary, were not 
his strong suit. 

He’d chain smoked an entire pack of cigarettes between the storage and the parking spot. 
In the glove compartment he found a half empty bottle of Florida water and the dollar store 
version of a Jay-Z inspired cologne. Grabbing the Hov knockoff in an attempt to not smell like 
an unwashed trustie peacenik pretending consumerism is a suitable stand-in for class analysis, 
Brandon quickly, sloppily smothered himself. 

The MILF did that affected double cheek kiss thing she’d likely seen in some Eurotrash 
art flick or another (like a loyal dilettante to feigning fitting in—it’s either that or intellect, which 
he wasn’t sure she possessed, but in that, too, he could have been wrong) thing and asked if he’d 
straightened himself out. 

“You mean the gay vs. bi thing?” 

“I don’t know. The answer is up to you.” 

“Okay, well if I’ve gotta guess what question you’re asking in order to give a truthful 
answer, it seems like an unfair double-bind.” 

“Can you just talk like a normal person?” 

“I am normal. I’m myself. Is this some homophobic bullshit?” 

“You told me last you were bi.” 

“Let me level with you, I’ve just been telling you what you want to hear in order to avoid 
continual strife.” 

“What?” 

“T’m not saying that again.” 


Brandon hadn’t spent much time in Gil’s gallery, a mistake for which he kicked himself 
once getting the MILF through the door. The decor was mostly earthy in color and tone, texture 
and mood. The prisoner was in love with himself, as evidenced by the sheer volume of work 
featuring him prominently in imagery. 

In one corner of the space, about four (4’ x 6’ segments) of black risers had been 
connected, creating a stage in a jarring, almost haunting juxtaposition against theme; they stood 
out, clunky and cold, practically untouched by light (and no source thereof hung from above as 
there would in a black box environment) and loved upon by obsidian mood. 

The MILF was the first to espy the unmarital queen size reclined in the dark atop the 
risers. He prayed, meditatively, mind you, she wasn’t thinking what he was—that Gil guised an 
exploitation of female art students in a grand performance piece, unelaborate, boring, and 
obvious—yet nothing about his text or social media history suggested he was engaging in 
anything untoward with anyone, and it was likely anyway the MILF was contemplating 
BDSMesque possibilities adjacent to, albeit more socially salubrious than, the problematic 
horrors of grooming or whatever. And she wouldn’t have been out in left field in lip biting so, as 
a pair of pink, fuzzy handcuffs presented themselves, impaled on each headboard post. 

“We should try it!” 

“What?” 

“T’ll cuff you to the bed and te—no! You cuff me and tease me!” 

“You're kidding.” 

“Have any other plans for it?” 

Maybe Gil did, but it didn’t matter, because Brandon did not. In fact, it dawned on him 
just then she was presenting him with the perfect opportunity. 


Priyanka was beginning to regard the man she called dad with revulsion-tinged suspicion. 
No longer was he interested in mindfulness or any sort of ascetic regard for his essence, mind 
and body; no. Despite no outward physical changes, she could feel she was living with a 
stranger. 

“Did you hit your fuckin’ head or something, man?” 

“Language, lady.” 

“No. Tell me what happened. I just want my dad back.” 

“Your dad? That guy who would meditate with you or whatever bullshit but never talk to 
you? Tell me, what do you know about him?” 

“You're weirding me out.” 

“People are strange. Morrison.” 

“Suck a dick. Me.” 

“T would, but you? Never.” 

“My real dad would never be this gross.” 

“You’re what? 17?” 

“OMG.” 

“And you met Becca taking college classes downtown.’ 

“You know about Becca?” 

“T know she’s like three years older than you.” 

“So?” 
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“If she were a dude, she’d be getting dragged online or whatever the done thing is. 
Personally, the imagery of being worked over in the tombs works for me.” 

“What’s your point?” 

“T think meditation is gay. But not in a good way. Being able to dedicate large swaths of 
your time to such indulgences is a privilege. Get a job. Help your gay old man out.” 

“Honestly, I’m baffled. And a little frightened. Who are you?” 

“Your real dad would protect you. Instead he’s cuffing women to beds in his art gallery, 
pretending to be a big important artist. But he’s just a pervert. A degenerate. I embrace that. He 
doesn’t. That’s a big problem for me.” 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” 

“Of Bitch and Bondage.” 

“Of what?” 

“Why do you let her treat you like that?” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I am 100% positive it’s none of your 
business.” 

“You're still a minor.” 

“Doesn’t change the fact this whole exchange has been and is cringe and inappropriate. 
Where is my real dad?” 

“T told you.” 

“Fuck you. Tell me again. So I can really feel it.” 

“Abusive grandmothers everywhere are fetching the bathroom soap.” 


The MILF pulled at the pink, fuzzy restraints. Next to her, her daughter Becca, was also 
cuffed to the bed. Brandon rifled through a brown plastic 7-11 bag. 

“Creativity sure is exhausting,” he said. “You know, you two should be proud. I bet you 
would tell me just how proud you are if your mouths weren’t stuffed with panties. By the way, 
I’m not sure why Gil has a fucking stockpile of them or whether or not they were worn by 
conquests, himself, or both. I didn’t even check to see if they were clean. Are they?” 

The women shook their heads, faces slicked with mascara sullied tears. 

“Nasty. Anyway, I brought you snacks. I don’t know what you eat, but I love these 
buffalo taquitos. And they brought Crystal Pepsi back, so I thought the horny MILF might enjoy 
that. Nostalgic millennials, amirite?” 

The MILF began struggling and vocalizing again. 

“What’s that? Don’t like being called a horny MILF in front of your child? Hey, your 
mom is not a horny MILF, I’m just an asshole who likes licking armpits.” 

Becca vomited explosively through the panties and began to choke. 


Brandon stared at Gil who stared at him. So many mirrors facing mirrors. Brandon 
promised he would remove the gag if Gil didn’t scream or yell or whatever. Besides, it was late 
like space and no one would hear him anyway. Gil nodded. 

“Are we cool?” 

“Who are you?” 

“You?” 

“Tm... scared?” 


“That’s okay.” 

“Our tattoos are the same.” 
“Yeah... twinsies.” 

“What the fuck is happening?” 
“T don’t know.” 

“Is Priya okay?” 

“About that...” 

“Tf you hurt her...” 

“Asshole, I’m protecting her.” 
“From what?” 

“Herself. You'll see.” 

“Let me go. I have to go.” 
“The urgency. Listen, I’ve got it under control. But I wonder about you. Only perverts 


hide behind asceticism.” 


“Let me go!” 

“That’s more like it!” 

“Go fuck yourself!” 

“T’m all fucked out, I’m afraid.” 

“Of what?” 

“Don’t make me talk about it. P1 puke.” 

“Good! Let me go!” 

“Good? I don’t give a shit if I ruin you, shithead. I'll be long gone by the time said fecal 


matter gets divvied by the blades.” 


“Huh?” 
“Yeah, you piece of shit. You think I have any attachments to the life you lead? You ever 


heard of wake turbulence, asshole?” 


“Just let me go.” 

“Nah. I’m not done.” 

“Fuck you!” 

“Can you be any louder? I’m the only one who hears you, guy. But I have a theory.” 
“Theory?” 

“In my world, you’re gay. Or better, Pm gay. But a healthy appreciation of the female 


form is a given.” 


justice. 


“Man, what do you want?” 

“Want? This ain’t something a bargaining phase can address, numb nuts. I’m seeking 
And fun. You know what fun is?” 

“Fuck!” 

“Yeah, that’s fun. But no, see? This is why vegan diets are bad for you. You’re all weak 


and sick, leaving you absolutely defenseless against some grease. I swear, I thought all that 7-11 
shit was meat free.” 


“T don’t see where this is going.” 
“But you will.” 


The crowd gathered tightly in the gallery to witness Of Bitch and Bondage, Gil’s latest 


opus of nonsensically performative bullshit. Naturally, Brandon had to add his own flourish to 


the title; after some tweaking, it had become: Of Bitch and Bondage & An Enlightened Pervert’. 
The MILF and Becca are splayed before them (un-nude thankfully, but not convincingly 
appropriate enough for the eyes of children and weirdo “sex-positive” “activist” types), cuffed, 
gagged, with their eyes taped open. Spectators are only able to see the back of one of those old 
school TV setups that were a staple of every lazy ass teacher’s Friday in school, a hopeful 
obelisk, a symbolic marker of an ensuing good time. 

But not many were enjoying themselves, as they were increasingly horrified by the reality 
of what was presented them: two tortured, horrified women, objects of a dictatorial man’s 
assertion of a “will-to-power” under the guise of “proving a point” about “double standards” or 
the misapplication of “equality” which has already been rerouted to “equity” in current 
discourse. 

Whispers regarding Gil’s whereabouts swerved around and between the cries of shock 
and confusion crowd surfing the spectacle. The odor of piss and shit was beginning to prance 
through the air of the gallery, putting on its own performance. Someone yelled about calling the 
cops. 


When Gil burst through the entrance, stumbling and disoriented, the spectators were ever 
more confused. His normally thin frame appeared more gaunt, and it was almost as if a cheeky 
cartoonist had sketched stink lines around the figure he cut into the air. He was unclean and 
weak. The crowd surrounded him and he fell to the floor sobbing. 


4 Of Bitch & Bondage & An Enlightened Pervert interrogates social eenst eets—contracts, such as consent and 
cultural “end-stage-capitalistic” spectacle such as bullying, revenge and self-righteousness through a Watersian lens 
of bad taste. A television screen showing a nude, tan skinned white man animated with tattoos of varying quality and 
meaningfulness stands naked before a camera, moving his hips circularly, first slowly, then quickly building to the 
point where his flaccid penis resembles visually a propeller. 


Generally, as a social rule, the nude male form is considered comical, but in this context, the grainy video is 
weaponized to an unruly degree, for the video is only seen by the two female captives who are being coerced, and 
are mostly exposed to the audience (they are not nude, as female nudity is considered at once shameful and enabling 
of male depravity; a wholly Puritan wilderness of sex-coded essentialisms), but within tegatreasen (furtive porn, 
high-brow titillation, “left to the imagination” or whatever) the confines of what may or may not constitute torture 
(leaning toward may—definitely does). 


At first glance, they appear to be victims (and they are) of the gross pervert’s hilarious form. But the spectators are 
unwittingly being manipulated by the histrionic fear of these two women, who are in fact victimizers themselves. 
They are “gay for pay” fakers like certain cultural musical icons who shall not be named but have been tagged as 
predators, yet are still defended and hagiographized. 


But more, this contradiction is ignored for the more immediate impact of excoriation of the perpetrator, a monster of 
the highest order, at least within the contextual rhetoric inspired by the situation. This revenge is served steaming 
hot, and a man picking on women is uncouth, that is to say, socially unacceptable by any metric, whether you 
believe said wom(a/e)n is/are guilty of bullying or not. 


What is so “enlightened” about the pervert? How does one simultaneously transcend and transgress? Is 
transcendence a transgression against the norm? Or is it that transgression offers transcendence in the form of some 
presumptive liberation within our current social framework? Imagine the propellering dick the women are being 
forced to observe. It is rather humorous is it not? Now you’re compelled to fucking laugh. So laugh. What? Is 
indulging in the chuckle tingling at your cigarette smoke molested throat beneath you? 


Cates looked up from the paper at the class. He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. 
His masculine hands wiped at his mouth and salt and pepper five-o’clock shade flecked chin. 
“Okay class,” he started, “anyone have any ideas how this ends?” 

A few hands raised. 

“Mmm. Polka dot blouse.” 

“Yeah, so... I’m thinking some psychological freakout where it turns out he was doing 
everything to himself and Brandon isn’t real at all.” 

“Okay, knockoff Polo shirt guy. What do you think?” 

“People call me Murph, and I think she is referring to split personalities, which is passé 
as shit.” 

“Fucking mansplainer,” Polka dot blouse interrupted. 

“For one, no one requested your preferred designation,” Cates said. “And for two, passé 
does not automatically mean bad. A well done trope is still well done.” 

“Exactly!” 

“Why does it have to be explained?” A young woman in jeans and a shirt asked. 

“Expound.” 

“Magical realism. Presents the illogical and nonsensical as real, normal. This is a story 
about the human condition, not a naturalistic picture of our own experience.” 

Cates put his glasses back on and flipped through the pages. 

“Yeah, the story is set in a world for all intents and purposes resembling ours, but the 
main conceit itself is shrouded in mystery and what-the-fuckness,” Polka dot blouse added. 

“What-the-fuckness. I like that one, “ Cates said. 


Cates climbed into bed with Gil. They took turns swigging from a 7$ bottle of red wine. 
Their “Netflix and chill” was the light infotainment offered by Buzzfeed’s paranormal fare. Gil’s 
phone was blowing up. 

“You’re popular.” 

“Brandon is popular. I’m canceled.” 

“What’s the difference?” 

“Brandon had nothing to lose.” 

“And you?” 

“Everything.” 

“Are you happy?” 

“I’m amused. Their queer hero is unassailable.” 

“T told you to point out the crime against humanity that is Dancing in the Streets.” 


Stu Gonzalez & PEAZY are pure manifestations of someone’s imagination. They have 
written nothing of note. They are as fictive as Jonathan Franzen and that dude who 
wrote Five Easy Pieces or whatever. | think that’s a movie and not that book where that 
guy lied and shit. People are stupid. Outrage over authenticity is bullshit. Y’all wear 
masks every day. | don’t know. lm just putting down what comes off the dome. 
Yesterday a woman rang the doorbell and asked me if | spoke Spanish. | looked at her 
dumbly for a moment then sputtered something unintelligible. Then | was like, “Poo 
key(n) eta bushcandu?” It was like the worst Portufol ever. She showed me some 
bullshit on her phone, and | shook my head. Someone had given her the wrong 
address. I’m always happy to be of no help at all. 


Brandon Tepache is no cleaner. Brandon Tepache has a terrible girlfriend. Brandon 
Tepache can now blame everything on his “evil twin.” 
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